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Abstract 
Counselors-in-training are asked to write in a professional voice using APA style but rarely make the 
connection between the writing style and therapeutic or advocacy work. While the American 
Psychological Association’s (APA) Publication Manual presents didactic rules on form and style, it is not 
intended to provide professional context for the purpose of the adoption of the style. This manuscript 
draws parallels between the seventh edition of APA’s writing style and the four domains outlined in the 
Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (Ratts et al., 2015) and concludes with a 
concise writing resource. 
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In the counseling profession, where purpose and meaning hold much value, the purpose and 
meaning of writing style should also be considered. In this manuscript we provide a rationale for using the 
style guidelines in the seventh edition of The American Psychological Association’s (APA) Publication 
Manual (subsequently referred to as “APA style”) in counseling by drawing parallels between these 
guidelines and the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (Ratts et al., 2015). We also 
offer a simplified APA resource for quick reference for written advocacy.  
APA Style and Counseling Practice 
APA style originated from a seven-page article published with the purpose of creating a standard 
writing procedure (APA, 2020). Since that article in 1929, APA has made additions and changes to not only 
reflect current best practices and new knowledge but also to be inclusive of many professional fields, 
including but not limited to social and behavioral sciences, natural sciences, health care, and humanities 
(APA, 2020). Each edition of the APA manual intends to update the style to reflect current knowledge and 
context.  
While APA’s (2020) Publication Manual provides a guide to uniformity and consistency in writing, 
any writing style can do so. The seventh edition of APA format, however, offers parallels to counseling 
competencies. While it is outside the scope of this manuscript to outline all of the changes between the 
sixth and seventh editions of APA (please see the Publication Manual Introduction for a summary of 
changes), several specific changes in the seventh edition are overt and progressive style changes to 
expand guidance on bias-free language. These changes align with the four domains outlined in the 
Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (Ratts et al., 2015): domains of (a) counselor 






The first domain multicultural and socially just counselors must address is self-awareness, to 
“explore their attitudes and beliefs, develop knowledge, skills, and action relative to their self-awareness 
and worldview” (Ratts et al., 2015, p. 5). APA’s (2020) Publication Manual calls for authors to recognize 
that authors’ past experiences have influence over them and may result in biased language. In fact, APA’s 
Publication Manual has an entire chapter dedicated to bias-free language, calling for students to be 
affirming and inclusive in their language about persons, especially regarding “age, disability, gender, 
participation in research, racial or ethnic identity, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, or some 
combination of these or other personal factors (including marital status, immigration status, religion)” 
(APA, 2020, p. 131). Authors are asked to be aware that our own biases may present themselves in our 
writing and to actively look for and address these biases (APA, 2020). In practicality, authors are 
encouraged to be self-aware by re-reading their own writing to identify and correct preconceptions and 
biases about groups of people (APA, 2020).  
Client World View 
Multicultural and socially just counselors work to understand the clients’ worldview and to have 
knowledge of historical events and current issues that may impact the client’s worldview (Ratts et al., 
2015). One way that the APA’s (2020) Publication Manual enables understanding of how historical events 
may impact the client’s (or student’s) world view is through requiring in-text references to prominently 
include the date of publication. The Modern Language Association Style (MLA, 2016) and Chicago Style 
(University of Chicago Press, 2019), for example, include a page number citation instead of a date. This 
may be appropriate for some professions, but in counseling, the date offers critical context to assist 
readers in evaluating relevancy and historical context.  
Not all manuscripts age well. For example, when reading about the wellness of children raised by 
same-sex parents, a reader should heed information differently if the research is from 1975 or 2020, as 
 
the worldviews and research methodologies have changed significantly between those years. Similarly, 
cultural considerations from publications in 1985 should be considered differently than current 
publications; the date of the publication may significantly impact the conclusions a reader makes 35 years 
later. Finally, including the date when citing a Code of Ethics enables the reader to know if the author was 
working from the current code or a dated code.  
While media may not initially seem like an element specifically for client world view, we make the 
argument that APA’s (2020) Publication Manual validates various ways in which people communicate and 
share information and perspectives. For example, APA provides guidance for citing media such as tweets, 
podcast episodes, and even Wikipedia. The simple act of providing guidance on how to cite these media 
sources provides evidence that APA values these media sources. Furthermore, the APA’s seventh edition 
revises the Byzantine process of referencing online journals to place the focus on the reader (not the 
author) when determining the information necessary for the reader to find the material.  
Counseling Relationship 
Multicultural and socially just counselors are “aware, knowledgeable, skilled, and action-oriented 
in understanding how client and counselor privileged and marginalized statuses influence the counseling 
relationship” (Ratts et al., 2015, p. 9). The goal of APA’s (2020) Publication Manual is to “support the many 
ways in which people communicate” (APA, 2020, p. xviii); communication is a critical facet of the 
counseling relationship. The seventh edition of APA makes clear efforts to affirm dignity and worth of all 
people and more clearly communicates the value of humanity over formality; this promotes relationship 
building, which is a critical part of the therapeutic relationship.   
Although the author of a manuscript may not know each reader, some sort of relationship is 
formed when the manuscript is read. To enhance that relationship, there are directions to emphasize 
accessibility for users with disabilities. For example, there are typography, color, citation, and reference 
 
formatting guidelines that privilege accessibility for people who use various technologies (e.g., screen 
readers) to consume and create manuscripts.  
APA aligns to counseling skills as well, as APA format helps facilitate effective communication in 
the therapeutic relationship. For example, a key microskill in counseling is paraphrasing (instead of 
parroting) to show comprehension and enhance the counseling relationship. Similarly, authors are asked 
to paraphrase (instead of quoting) unless the material is seminal, such as counseling competencies. 
Another critical counseling skill is documenting case notes at the end of sessions. These case notes 
typically involve the use of headings such as Subjective, Objective, Assessment, Plan or Data, Assessment, 
and Plan. APA style provides clear direction on how to present information within headings so that 
information is clear, concise, and professional; this is especially important in a profession where case 
notes may be subpoenaed. Counselors are ethically bound to “open, honest and accurate 
communication” (ACA, 2014, p. 8), including written communication such as informed consent with a 
client or collaborating with other professionals.   
Counseling and Advocacy Interventions 
Multicultural and socially just counselors “intervene with, and on behalf of clients at the 
intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, community, public policy, and international/global levels” 
(Ratts et al., 2015, p. 11). The American Counseling Association (ACA)’s mission includes advocacy (ACA, 
n.d.), and the ACA Code of Ethics (2014) calls for counselors to “advocate at individual, group, institutional, 
and societal levels to address potential barriers and obstacles” (p. 5).   
Writing is necessary for academic success of course, but a strong professional written voice is also 
necessary for professional excellence and successful advocacy efforts. In fact, ACA Advocacy 
Competencies (2020) present an outline of actions advocacy-oriented counselors should attend to, which 
include written materials.  Counselors-in-training and helping professionals use written communication 
to advocate for clients, students, the profession, and themselves (McDonald, 2011). Professionals often 
 
rely on writing skills to advocate for positive social change through grant writing and policy writing, 
advocate for client and student services through insurance companies, and may even deliver therapeutic 
services through written distance counseling. All of these advocacy efforts require the written brevity, 
clarity, and precision APA (2020) offers to drive positive social change.  
One practical way that authors can advocate and be an ally for others is through using inclusive 
unbiased language. In APA style, authors are asked to recognize that language adapts over time and to 
use language that the person being described uses to describe themselves. Language evolves and refines 
itself based on the people who use the language, and APA style embraces and endorses the evolution of 
language to promote inclusion. For example, the APA makes a clear acceptance (and encouragement) for 
the use of “they” as a singular pronoun to avoid making assumptions about gender. In general, APA asks 
for authors to use language that reflects the world view of those being written about. In fact, APA stated 
that “honoring the preference of the group is not only a sign of professional awareness and respect…but 
also a way to offer solidarity” (p. 133). 
This call for flexibility with language also aligns with other counseling competencies such as the 
Disability-Related Counseling Competencies (Chapin et al., 2018), the Competencies for Counseling with 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, and Ally Individuals (ALGBTIC LGBQQIA 
Competencies Taskforce, 2013), and Competencies for Counseling the Multiracial Population (Multi-
Racial/Ethnic Counseling Concerns Interest Network of the American Counseling Association Taskforce, 
2015). Like Chapter 5 of the APA’s (2020) Publication Manual, these competencies are intended to provide 
a framework of best practices to attend to the diverse population counselors work with and write about; 
they are not a set of absolute rules.  
APA’s (2020) Publication Manual provides guidance on how to reduce bias when writing about 
topics such as age, disability, gender, racial and ethnic identity, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic 
status, as well as the intersectionality of identities. Awareness leads to positive changes in behaviors 
 
(LaMantia et al., 2015), bringing awareness to the way that characteristics and group memberships 
intersect and relate to inequality is advocacy in and of itself.  
Counseling students can practically advance their advocacy skills by developing their professional 
writing style in their coursework. Consistent format in writing style helps advocacy efforts shine through 
by allowing the readers to focus on the content as opposed to format. To that end, a sample student paper 
is included after this paragraph to provide a visual and concise example of APA’s seventh edition. This 
sample paper is a parallel process of a paper written about APA style in APA style (note this is McDonald’s 
[2011] sample paper updated for the seventh edition of APA’s Publication Manual). While APA’s (2020) 
Publication Manual itself is the comprehensive standard, the following sample paper—which uses the 
format indicated for a student rather than professional paper for this context--provides the basic tenets 
of APA style to help students begin navigating the complex set of standards for their academic writing in 
































The purpose of this paper was to draw connections between the guidance in APA’s Publication 
Manual and the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies. Seeing these connections can 
help counselor educators work with students who may be reluctant to embrace APA style. In addition to 
weaving these two sets of principles together, we presented practical suggestions for supporting APA 
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